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The evolution of some techniques
in the national estimating system.

NOTES ON ESTIMATING
Keith Clark -

Since NIE 1 appeared in 1950, more than a thousand National
Estimates have been considered and approved by the United States
Intelligence Board or its predecessor, the Intelligence Advisory Com-
mittee. This large number of very solemn documents, the collective .
progeny of the intelligence community at large, have been delivered E
through the midwifery of the Board of National Estimates and its “
Staff. Both the process and the product have undergone certain
changes in the course of seventeen years, and there ought to be some
lessons in a review of this evolution, not only for the midwives in
ONE but for all who participate in the process of conception, gestation
and delivery.

My purpose is to identify, primarily from the ONE viewpoint, some
recurrent dilemmas and common pitfalls in producing estimates, to
note different ways of coping with these, and to suggest some main
sources of strength or weakness, as well as some avoidable wastes of
time and effort. No two estimators would identify all the same
problems as being important or perennial enough to rank as matters
of continuing professional concern, but I offer my observations under
two headings: (1) Style and Scope: the treatise versus the short
answer. (2) Methods and Discipline: predictive estimating and
prophecy.

Having drafted, chaired, or otherwise participated in many of the
National Estimates, I disqualify myself from engaging in much praise
or condemnation, but some subjective judgments seep through. I
hasten to add that the judgments which follow, the arguments which
support them, and the idiosyncracies which pervade them are my
own; they do not necessarily reflect the opinions of any colleagues
on the Board or on the Staff, though I am indebted to members of
both and to other professionals for some of the ideas.

Studies and Short Answers
These tags denote two sets of values, or schools of thought, each
valid by its own lights, which often collide when estimates are written,
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i i le.
debated, and coordinated. It is not a questlo?.of mere prose sty
Everyone agrees that for our purposes good writing callssofor elc:;;(orx
in words. It is a question of scope and apgnoach. n;)e X on
estimates as vehicles for educating the rfeader in all h? oug Ie:(;o now
about the problem posed. They reason justly that an mfor:in thp(:n ocl):e
maker, like an informed electorate, is a gooc,l thing, an 1e more
informed the better. Acknowledging that NIE's are not encyc fo% s
and do have severe limits on length of discussion 'and depth of de ;
adherents of this approach nonetheless strive to mcor[.)orlai\lt(e as m;x\:n
information as possible into the documelft, and don.t ] e it r\tavance
something they consider information or insxghlf of cardinal impo
is defined by someone else as superfluous detail. . .

At the other extreme are the short-answer men. They are un:ll)]n:e
with a perfectly correct conviction that most h?gh—l(?vel policy-makers
have too much to read as it is, and that 1f the intelligence cothmmutx};;ty
sins in its publications, it is in the direction of_too muchfra er th:
too little. In common mercy, as well as in the interests o gettu;g ve
essential message across, they conclude that estimates sh(.)u d |
sheared of all that is not strictly necessary to making the main ju k%—
ments, and that the latter should be supplied as crisply and quickly
as possible. N

IE(':: a rare estimate that does not give rise to some clash of opn?l;zn
along these lines, and since it is a very subjective matter, preva g
doctrine or fashion shifts from time to time and from person to per;(.m,
in fact, individuals feel differently on different occasions, depen mg
on whom they are writing for, their own depth .of knowledge 3:1
interest in the subject, their patience or lack of it, and many o e(:'t
variables. Speaking only of ONE, I once thought it genf:rag);n(;on
to say that the Board favored short answers and the Staff like - orma-
tive detail. This is probably more often true than n?t: but here are
so many instances of the Board’s demanding the add.mon of M@a-
tion and detail to staff drafts that the generalization is not very valid.

The National Estimates show fluctuating trends in this respect over
the years. Insofar as general patterns can be discerned and bneﬂ?'
described, we leaned in the earlier years towau:d spareness. This
reflected the strong military influence on early estimative methods‘, an
influence which made for short answers to short and crisp quc'ashons.
It also reflected the kind of problems which preoo_cupled estimators
in those days almost exclusively—direct“CommI\‘xlmst threatse 1::1. vtelij
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clear-cut or were made to appear so, and could be sharply defined.
Thus NIE 1, of 3 November 1950, was on “Prospects for Communist
Armed Action in the Philippines During November.”

We then entered a kind of baroque period (mid-fifties to early
sixties) in which estimates became more informative, full of subtleties,
refinements, and detail, aimed at describing and assessing foreign
societies and governments in a more complex way. This evolution
was helped along by the participation of more civilians in the process,
with their academic skills and habits of work. It was also partly due
to a growth in the amount of intelligence available (e.g., photography
of the USSR). And it was probably most of all the result of require-
ments for estimates on more complex subjects. For example, the
nationalist revolution in the undeveloped world then in full flower
gave rise to important policy problems for the United States and
consequently to the need for estimates on a subject that was new and
complex. It required conceptualization and even some new vocabu-
lary; short answers to short questions would not do.

Choosing Between Them

In recent years, we have followed an eclectic approach—using both
methods and often mixing them, with the choice being made by the
predilections of those involved after more or less considered judgment
about the requirements and preferences of the consumer. I shall
not argue for one approach over the other. In the present state of
the art, and in light of varying consumer needs, we probably do best
to be eclectic. But I offer a few observations about some pitfalls
in the choice.

One observation chiefly concerns “country” or “area” estimates.
These are not done as frequently as they once were, but the art form
is far from dead. What is dead—or ought to be, I think—is the classic
60 or 70 paragraphs that methodically discussed almost every subject
under the sun relating to a country or region in a kind of mechanical
way, under the headings Introduction, Political, F oreign Policy, Eco-
nomic, and Military. Experience has persuaded most of us that this
approach involves much waste motion, and that country or area
estimates can most usefully emphasize a few main points, sometimes
a single main theme with variations. It seldom requires more than
20 paragraphs or so to render these judgments for any country, with
all the supporting detail necessary.

And to do it in shorter scope increases the chances of attaining
several desirable ends: one is that the estimate will be read and
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remembered by officials at high levels; a second is that theh:::ily m;;
portant judgments will shine forth clearly, ax?d not :1): tbeezo o
dulled by clouds of detail; a third is that the estimate w! p nol ome
obsolete or obsolescent quite so fast when day-to-day developm e
put one detail or another out of date; and a fourth, rath_er bureaucrat i
one, is that short papers take Jess time to do, at le§st in the isftalgesen-
coordination and consideration by the USIB. (It.ls a true, an;ten
table, fact that time spent in discussing and coordinating papersh otmm
varies more nearly with the quantity of wo.rds to be gone ;hrou% ) hat
it does with the importance and complexity of the Prob em al goui
we sometimes devote so much effort to not }'xzmg. wronfglia
secondary and even trivial matters, or to group discussions 0 kter:)(l:
idiosync;acies, that we lack the energy and perspective to make s
that we are right about the big questions.) . e argument for
foregoing amounts to a rather more dogmatic
sh':rhtepapergs th§n 1 really want to make. ‘Let me noteftw;:ﬂ:;t;h:;e.
exceptions to the main proposition. One is the kind of e(els) ey
casionally requested (or in some cases annua}ly exp'ectth yb] egm -
level consumers who are already broadly famh?.r with he pl;i) ﬁ
about which they ask. Certain levels of breylty and sn;:;p nc:zhot;
which might be just right for many kinds ,of estimates wou tIe thf::é
particular consumers nothing they don't alregdy know. nd "
cases a considerable degree of informative detail becomes n:iag ha;n or);
if the estimate is to have any value. Certain arrnual Soviet an ; g‘s
papers fall into this category, since generalweq ?ssecsments of the
Russian and Chinese military threats are of ne.ghgnble use to anzttime.
Another exception is formed by some special estimates on, say&:ea C::‘s_
to given U.S. courses of action. No one needs to be told atb th
munist and neutralist reactions to some forward military move by ;
United States would be adverse; they need to know how adverse, an
in what ways—particularly the difference between verbs?l responses
and retaliatory actions on the part of the governments in qu&stio;
Sometimes we cannot make these distinctions clearly, but we oug
to try. L
Xother occasional exception is the “how to think a'bout e.shmate‘—
most often addressed to some fairly new and unfamiliar foreign pohcly
problem, or some particular aspect of an area or 'oountry which {ntei
ligence feels it would be useful to conceptualize in a nonwnvet;l;l:n:
way. The prmnse may be more to structure the problem (]
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more leisurely, to give more information, detail, flavor, and atmos-
pherics than are otherwise called for. In sum, there are problems
which cannot be treated shortly if the estimate is to do the job it
should. But we can at least try when we start these jobs to be clear
in our own minds what the job is.

Prediction and Prophecy

One of the most persistent half-truths held in the intelligence pro-
fession and among our customers is that estimates are predictions of
things to come, prophecies of the future. This is dogma and it is also
largely true, but when couched in these terms it frequently leads us
down some unfortunate paths and stultifies our thinking, Prediction
is indeed the heart of the matter, but there is a world of difference
between predictive estimating and mere prophecy. Lest I appear to
make a case by pejoratives, let me define my terms.

I use the term predictive estimiating to suggest a process which takes
due account of its own limitations and uncertainties. It begins with
awareness of present unknowns, the slippery ground we start on be-
cause of the things we don’t know, or can’t be sure we know, about
the past or present. It goes on to the future to predict what can be
predicted—by induction from some kinds of evidence, deduction from
other kinds, testing hypotheses against all evidence available, and the
rest of the familiar intellectual disciplines hopefully instilled in us all.
But as it moves along these tried and true paths, predictive estimating
differs from mere prophecy in its continuing awareness of its limita-
tions in the face of the extraordinarily complex array of matters which
will in fact determine future developments.

More specifically, it distinguishes between constants and variables,
and shows awareness of interaction between them; it defines critical
points—crossroads or crunches—and suggests alternative lines of de-
velopment leading from these; it admits ignorance and uncertainty
when it reaches the outer limits of evidence, analysis, and logical
speculation; without yielding to the crudities of “worst case” estimating,
it also avoids the pretentious and useless fallacy of the “single best
guess”; it distinguishes—sometimes explicitly, always implicitly—the
model of a fairly tidy and rational world delineated for purposes of
analysis and comprehensible exposition versus the messier world of
flesh and blood and emotion; it keeps in mind the fact that foreign
governments—even apparently monolithic dictatorships—are as often
as not inwardly subject to conflicting pressures, ambivalences, and
contradictory impulses, even though usage often compels us to talk
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as though “the Soviets,” “Peiping,” or “Jsrael” were each of one mind—
istent.!
w};?::, lf::‘yer::l tI, :sr;dthc:::rm, implies that the future is ah}‘l&dyeth‘::é
deep l:nthn; the crystal ball, toIbe? dnigr:;ec; ::Zt t};«f; zo ; a‘: et
so. It w1 { ‘
:?ge;uﬁ‘;y;::u(:::ﬁ}; ::ndd‘;mpe. Predictive mtilllnating d(:)e: c:;)tt ;F]:hc:
ids altogether, but it is based essentially on a
tf}\::\sl:ea;sdstoo cgmplicated and chancy to permit eas:/h leapse frr::\ \:Sl);;tlz
u are to where you want to be. Itis,in sh?rt, bo mgrr é): sibe
yod humbler than prophecy. It is also typically less drama ',m re
cauti and tentative in its conclusions, and pe.rhaps less excil tgs o
cau(tll ougometimes it is possible to startle or intrigue by isftate{n;:ﬁous
Il-:::f‘ld.ly impressive foresight, but this is legitimate otr}nllryu : ﬁ:st,

and disciplined intellectual process has been gone e:f gﬁon i
All this may sound like pretentious counsels ofdp . e‘::ﬂi ,of a i

e inconsistent with earlier remarks on the desirab t); b

Papers. Certainly a published estimate which self-consciously spbo

Papﬁft: own seru);,mlous observance of all the rules suggested ; ‘ i;z
ouc:uid be an infinitely elaborate and tedious.document, too 2\:; ke
:PhD thesis in one of the fields of social science where ﬁone piration
tilodolo crowds out content. But I am talking her ot
ahout inte%l’;ctual process as about the visible product de 1vttin
:(1:0 t‘hi ;:inter. We all use various forms of verbal shorthand in getting

i imati uld not
our message across; without them, analysis and esmnahngo:to g
be communicated. But there is a difference between s

T h
etting the message across and short cuts in thinking about what the
message should be. The latter can be indul

ged in only at the ns!(
of sacrificing quality and, eventually, credibility. Like icebergs, esti-
mates must have a lot of substance bel

ow the visible surface if they
are to hold together and stand up.

Guessing Games .
The record of National Estimates over the years in these respects

1s a ﬂllxdi one. One pxactlce occurs often €enou; h in various 1Ses
g gll

i : umber of National Estimates

"To ilustmle % empl e apgroa;? p::sel:)ﬁng the most likely_ judgment
and then, in immediately following pamgrapfhs ;:Anlxoda\; "
the ible admission that this reasoning might be in mo,dgs fon,tgappem

o ot the lications of alternative hypotheses—even if the ode ” car
e e, cannot escape the belief that on close questions o pa;ﬁd‘
I e e o addsenormous\ymdreuseﬁ;lneuo e
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to warrant some criticism. It is the temptation or compulsion to
estimate with apparent confidence about any question that anyone in
authority wants to know about. The potent old blandishment, that
if the estimators don’t supply answers someone less qualified will, can
sometimes be resisted only by appearing mutinous.

But the plain fact is that estimates on some questions are of neg-
ligible worth, no matter how sophisticated the thinking behind them,
and we ought honestly to say so. We may be paid to estimate, but
we are not paid to do the impossible, and certainly not to pretend
to do the impossible when we cant. A confession of ignorance or
uncertainty may annoy someone who wants practical answers to
practical problems, but in the long run it is better to annoy than to
con him. This is not an argument for refusing to do difficult tasks,
or even to try what may look like impossible ones; it is an argument
for being clear, to ourselves and to our readers, just how safe it is to
skate on the ice in certain areas and just where the ice, for all we
know or might wish otherwise, may be water.

One case in point is the amount of time devoted to predicting the
survivability of governments. Using again the “country paper” as a
whipping horse, these are too often conceived of as vehicles for quoting
odds on whether an incumbent regime will be in place when “the
period of this estimate” draws to a close. The trouble is that when
it is possible to say yes or no with a really high degree of assurance,
the answer is usually so obvious that no literate policy-maker really
needs to be told it; and in cases where the forecast is much more
uncertain—often, for example, in unstable and volatile countries of
the underdeveloped world—no prudent policy-maker is going to place
many chips on that particular prognostication.

I am not arguing for total abolition of this kind of estimate. It
probably has to be made, the odds have to be quoted, the conclusion
may even be informative and helpful at the time it is published. But
as a continuing guide to planning and action in the real world it has
severe limitations, and we ought to avoid exaggerating its importance.
Among other defects, it becomes obsolescent quickly, since in these
matters one wants the latest information, whether it changes a con-
clusion reached earlier or not; even the best estimate as of a given
date cannot allow for all the accidents, whimsicalities, and other
variables likely to affect the outcome in close questions of this sort;
very often what the United States does or does not do will help de-
termine the results (we normally leave this factor aside); and many
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-and- atters,
of these situations are quite literally tossups, touch and-go m

in which rational planning must be kept flexible and t(;o::shngent, with
shadings rather than sharp choices in between altema‘ ves. hough =
We have too often focused on this kil{d of quetsgzn ::an hough &
«robably yes” or “probably no” were the s.mgle most impo! uk dne
vfzomulg ;’ive, one on which our reput::::);s ?sf:rs:z:;to;s i
. - cular kind © :
s Ilis“s-gne:tkmﬂg‘a;ritel:llfl s;:::c:lhealt}ﬁer skepticisxfl ab‘ouft its xt':alll
bylourtll::n C\Ze ourselves show; and then the v‘vhole thing is f)r%ghizh
i i om the €
oo t:; tﬁtf:il:}:e I:i(‘itafrg :iewed with chagrin by thos.e who n.lad:o::‘.
P v!o of thz record, though interesting to prof(?ssxonal esnmat s
Thu . ewim rtant in a broader sense, and certainly shoulc? no e
IS n:t :he:ytoughostone of estimative reputations or & ver}; senm:isn cris
lt!::ioil of quality. Success or failure in this kind of spot lﬁl;zfatso wgh i
too ‘much a matter of luck and chanc‘:‘e. Itt0 of:e:é izct)ir:,\:s e:ﬁmaﬁng, had
L e ab‘i":‘:; E:ZEEGZSY: rﬂpongble help to planning and

iasc:i(t,:xseq;l::tgm;ohave to indulge in it, but we should not confuse

ourselves about its usefulness.

Cards on the Table

One way in which estimates have grown more sophisticated deserves

pe n
] lal mention, tron, endo:sement and even more attention In the
C! , § g 3

: i able practice of leveling more W ! q
e tt}iloa::slsofﬂ.l ::::l‘ll:dolo; and our own confidence in ({erta(;n es;tels
m quesl am not talking about the words we use for expressing t;agrbl s
‘;;at;i.)bability whether we conclude that somethxs;% h:i . gl(; 2{ ;;e
“unli " or * t certain.” These terms are s
uncilke:li)\,/’ail(:bl:lf;o:ll in a well-defined glossa.n:y, acceptedalaxl(ll1 \lJ:reld
tl:a o + writers and readers, and already the subject of several scholas ly

Yles i this journal. To gain common agreement on the meanmlg
a;ut(;:::e“:erms lhas been no easy achievement, but it has now largely
of

one. . .
bezshit I am applauding here is rather the pracu:lze (f)f t}s;ynex:l%dx:‘:::
bout sources and methods, what can be expec’:e o e O oate
and-. importantly—what cannot. To do so is to tread on cate
and_:ln Of;h“e“rl; are many who feel that intelligence los.s&s p.otency ble
iglrix(:‘tlsnaé the mysteries behind its findings, and the subject is apt to

. 2 e amu comment on the
narticularly Declassified in Part - Sanitized C
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strengths and limitations of sources or methods tends to be translated
into favorable or adverse reflections on some particular contributing
agency’s present and potential importance. Anyone who has parti-
cipated in an estimate on strategic warning or concealment and de-
ception will recognize the symptoms, but they are not confined to these
subjects. Obviously there are distinct limits on how far one ought to
go in telling all. Security and the “need to know” principle obviously
impose distinct limitations. In many cases the whole story about
sources and methods would also be tedious to the reader, and it is
often unnecessary to an honest and useful paper. But it is also often
quite relevant to giving the reader a sophisticated understanding of
what he can rightly expect and what he would be foolish to count on.
We were probably pushed or pulled into being more forthcoming
on this score than we might have volunteered on our own. Ten or
fifteen years ago intelligence did go about its business—including
estimating—with a propensity for the mysteries of the priesthood
which has since diminished. The collective “we believe,” as it ap-
peared in the earlier estimates, had an aloof and oracular tone which
has undergone subtle changes in recent years. I have a feeling that
the propositions which it introduced were put forward in the fifties
with less fear of contradiction or challenge than in the period since.
Perhaps the chief reason for the change was the new style of foreign
and defense policy-making introduced by the Kennedy administration
and still carried on. Broadly speaking, two things happened simul-
taneously: intelligence was taken more seriously than ever before as
a continuing and responsible contributor to decision making; and
it had to come down from the mountain and engage more vigorously
in asserting and defending its judgments in strenuous debates before
some very tough-minded audiences. The process was marked by
much closer communication between intelligence producers and users,
each became more familiar with the other’s needs and assets, and
estimates were geared more closely to practical problems in their
scheduling and subject matter. All very fine, flattering, and generally
beneficial—but it cost something.

The price was that intelligence lost something of its former mystery,
autonomy, and immunity. Oracular assertions were out, argumentation
which marshalled data was in. More and more technical experts lined
the walls at meetings on increasingly complicated questions—and we
would have been lost without them. Formal, published NIE's were
preceded, accompanied, and followed up by a great deal of less formal
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and a lot of informal talk. Judgments could no longer be made,
gifl:eﬁl;hed, and filed away until next year; they came u{\der co.nstan;
scrutiny and had constantly to be defended or modified in thef hghlt of
an increasing flow of intelligence. Information abou? U.S. policy I:1 anfs
was made available to intelligence to a degree_ previously unheard of,
and estimates took cognizance of this in various ways. In th(;l pre-
vailing atmosphere, a few extreme heretics were hfeaxd to challenge
the first premise of all—that policy-making and intelligence lwsrc:;
or should be, separate and distinguishable. functu?ns. The transla md
of some former intelligence officers into high Pohcy positions seeme
to add force to the radical new winds of opinion.

1 suspect that some of the more drastic efforts to remode'l the whf)le
system in the early sixties will, in time, be seen as excess.we reactllc;fl
to some previous rigidities and excessive comp‘ar'tmentatlon. Inft:: i-
gence and policy-making are likely to remain dlstmq::tly separate func-
tions—with accompanying differences in pe'rspechve and a certain
amount of intellectual and bureaucratic tension be?ween them, s'omti
of it wasteful, some of it creative. But our partlcular profe?ssmna
world will never be quite the same as it was before. Ha.vmg elx-
perienced the joys and sorrows of a more direct and fesponsxble role,
of seeing the product sold to sophisticated custon}efs in a compeutl;e
market, few members of the profession would wxll‘mgly return to the
mysteries and immunities of an overcompartmentalized Olympus, even

if they had the option. And they don’.
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Aspects of geographic

intelligence in action.

LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS
Arthur R. Hall

In the highlands of North Vietnam the road south to Mu Gia Pass
threads its way upstream along a narrow, steep-sided valley. To the
left rise dog-toothed limestone peaks, to the right is a flat-topped
plateau. Dense tropical rain forest covers the entire area, almost
frustrating aerial observation. The road is carved out of the steep
hillside, for in most places there is not enough room for both road
and stream in the constricted bottom of the ravine. At the pass itself
there is (or was) a North Vietnamese army barracks. Beyond the
crest of the pass the road descends into Laos and branches eventually
into several alternate roads that run southward through the Laos
panhandle, where tracks and trails lead back east into Vietnam.

This complex of roads, part of the so-called Ho Chi Minh Trail, has
been a principal supply route for the Communist forces in South
Vietnam. In early 1966 its most vulnerable section was the stretch
of single road through this narrow valley, for at that time there was
no feasible alternative nearby. Bombs dropped accurately in the defile
could create landslides, blocking the road. Bombs had been dumped
on the road network south of the pass but had not impeded the traffic
to any significant extent. In February 1966 a geographic intelligence
officer wrote a report on the vulnerability of the valley road to Mu Gia,
and a month later, during the briefing of a policy officer, he pointed
it out again. Soon thereafter the road was bombed and the Com-
munists were forced to divert considerable manpower to reopen it.
The bombing may or may not have been the result of this particular
intelligence tip, but the sequence does illustrate the work of the
intelligence geographer.

Problems and Products

Geographic intelligence, as practiced in CIA, is concerned with
analyzing the distribution of things on the earth’s surface as they
relate to the formulation and execution of U.S. policy. The surface
in question, the landscape, is in reality a zone extending upward from
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